The article aims to explore the attributes of quality and quality improvement including the process and specific actions associated with these attributes -that contribute enhancing quality in Iranian Virtual Higher Education (VHE) institutions. A total of 16 interviews were conducted with experts and key actors in Iranian virtual higher education. A constant comparative analysis was adopted to construct a grounded theory model. Drawing on the experiences and perspectives of key actors and experts closely associated with quality in e-learning, a paradigm model for quality improvement in virtual higher education institutions was developed. The model articulates causal conditions, action/interaction strategies, consequences, contextual factors and intervening environments. Interestingly, quality of learning, i.e. deep learning was the core phenomenon in quality of virtual higher education institutions.
INTRODUCTION
Information and communications technologies (ICT) increasingly impact and shape all aspects of our life, including the ways we learn and teach. The emergence of ICT-based initiatives in education as a driving force in the Knowledge Society is part of a wider context of change in higher education and society at large (Bhuasiri, Xaymoungkhoun, Zo, Rho and Ciganek, 2012).
In alignment with the growing demands for higher education, most of the higher education institutions across the world have adopted ICT as a way to response the increasing demands and enhance quality of teaching and learning process (Thurab- 
Similarly, higher education institutions in developing countries have significantly informed by Information Technology (IT).
For instance, the number of virtual institutions (in this study virtual higher education institution assumed type of e-learning that included all of the universities and institutions that they attempt to take students virtually, at least in one or more undergraduate or graduate degree in education), programs and courses have considerably increased in developing countries ( (Giertz, 2001 ) and elusive (Green, 1994) concept. The quality in higher education have been patented with various concepts including Quality Assurance (QA), quality assessment, quality control, quality audit, quality management, and quality enhancement/improvement. Tacking each one of those concepts divers' interests and expectations of various internal and external actors in higher education institutions (Abdous, 2009 ). The different actors' interest and expectations can challenge not only the ways that quality can be taken into account but even the meaning of the quality. However, quality in higher education institutions are mostly characterized in terms of students' satisfactions, cost-effectiveness, and graduation rates (Jung, 2011) . Furthermore, quality in Iranian higher education has been faced with institutional and structural complications. For instance, there is no independent and non-governmental institutions to audit and assure quality in higher education as well as valid indicators, and standards which address the main actors' interests and expectations. On the other hand, imposing bureaucratic centralism in Iranian higher education have simplified the assessing and compering quality in Iranian higher education institutions, but it seems such approach have not made any significant contribution to quality of teaching and learning.
The growing concern with quality in e-learning has led higher education institutions to look for frameworks and approaches for managing quality (Inglis, 2005) . Addressing these concerns, a large number of models, frameworks and guidelines have been developed for enhancing and assuring quality in e-learning (see Oliver This study, thus, aims to develop a paradigm model to enhance quality in virtual institutions through examining key actors' perceptions about dimensions and consequences of quality in the context of the Iranian virtual higher education institutions. A systematic understanding of the quality from key actors' perspective i.e. scholars in the e-learning arena and virtual institutions' decision makers can contribute to create a framework for enhancing and assuring quality in VHE in the contexts of the developing counties. A number of these studies and frameworks approached quality of e-learning to provide a comprehensive model based on strategies, contextual and environmental factors (Masoumi, 2010) . Lacking a comprehensive approach to quality in e-learning, the focus of a large number of the e-quality models and frameworks is, however, centered on a dimensional approach (Sultan & Wong, 2013) .
REVIEW OF E-QUALITY MODELS AND FRAMEWORKS
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METHODOLOGY
Method
This study is focused on exploring the process of quality improvement among Iranian virtual higher education institutions. The research approach has been adopted from Strauss and Corbin's (1998) representation of Grounded Theory (GT). GT has been established as an appropriate and robust approach for carrying out qualitative research in which the purpose is to inductively generate theory in research (Brady & Loonam, 2010) . This approach provides a launching point to focus on key actors concerns in assessing and enhancing quality in VHU rather than imposing a preconceived research problem (Hoda Noble & Marshall, 2011) . Hence, this qualitative method seeks to discover perceptions, experiences and reactions of actors towards a concept, process, phenomenon, and action or interaction. Our rationale to use this research strategy is that there is a need for inductive theory development to explain how actors of virtual institutions are experiencing quality assurance and enhancement as a phenomenon (Creswell, 2012) . To do so, following research process in practice were fulfilled (see figure 1 ).
Figure 1. Research process in practice
Data Collection
The main source of data for this study came from semi-structured interviews. 16 interviews were conducted with experts and key actors in Iranian virtual higher education. In the interview protocol with eight questions, the following issues were addressed: quality in on campuses and VHE systems; components and contextual factors affecting VHE quality; strategies to promote virtual system evaluation; process and outcomes of quality in VHE. Interviews with the experts and key actors in Iranian VHE take between an hour and an hour and a half. Mention should be made that the ethical issues including privacy and confidentiality is taken into account in the study. Four groups of key actors in HE participated in this study including: five e-learning experts, researchers and university teachers who have had more than five year experience in doing research and teaching in e-learning and virtual education; three experts in the quality in higher education in general and two experts in quality of VHE who have focused on quality of virtual higher education; Six rectors and policy makers of VHE who have been in charge of establishing and administering of virtual higher education institutions. An outline of the participants is indicated in table 2. 
Participants
Directors and policy makers in VHE 6
Mention should be made that a majority of participants were engaged in teaching and learning activities in different virtual higher education institutions. … The main focus of higher education institutions activities is centered on teaching and learning process. It can be said that if these institutions could not promote students competences as it promised, it has practically failed. …In the same way, students learning is a critical issue in virtual education. (G. Y) Key point: learning is seen as a core of educational system Codes: learning hub of educational activities, learning instrument for achieving to functions of higher education, learning as pivotal in educational system at e-learning
Data Analysis The analysis of data in systematic approach
Memoing
Memos as Glaser contends (1978: 83) are "theoretical notes about the data and the conceptual connections between categories written down as they strike the researcher".
Memoing is considered a "core stage" or "the bedrock" of theory generation (Glaser, 1978 ). An example memo on "customized evaluation system for e-learning" is described below:
Information technologies provide a wide range of possibilities to enhance the learning and teaching procedure in universities. For instance, it provides unique opportunities to create, use and reuse learning resources which is not possible in face to face education. You can even record and present your lecturers in advance and discuss it in synchronize online sessions. These features provide great potential to enhance quality.
Constant Comparison Method
The codes arising out of each interview were constantly compared against the codes from the same interview, and those from other interviews and observations. This is GT's Constant Comparison Method (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Glaser 1992) which was used again to group these codes to produce a higher level of abstraction, called concepts in GT (see table 3). The quality of enrolled students in Iranian higher education settings is an important issue. Typically, in the entrance exam which is nationally conducted every year, students with higher scores choose main state universities … and students with lowest score often ended up to virtual higher education institutions. Moreover, a large number of them are employee who would like to study along with their careers. This except suggests that the virtual institutions strategies and activities should be articulated based on the students' needs and expectations.
Main Phenomenon (Core Category)
With a profound analysis of implementing interview text, it is verified that the "learning quality" is the main concern in virtual higher education institutions. Learning and teaching activities are key practices in educational settings, which are articulated differently in data collected such as "deep learning", "effective learning" and "value-added learning"; as well as "learning which can lead to entrepreneurship and employment". Learning is ".. Micro level strategies are introduced with four practical approaches that are used inside the universities: setting indexes and criteria of quality; designing quality improvement model; applying quality assurance approaches; and using systematic approach.
Mezzo level emphasizes on creating a professional institute as national VHE accreditation association, which is overseeing the external quality evaluation.
Higher education level means strategies and policies that are adopted in macro or higher education ministry level for improving quality in VHE.
Contextual Issues
Contextual issues refer to the circumstances which shape and inform the quality of elearning. One of the interviewed experts, M.D., expresses an interesting aspect of how elearning can bring in a new approach to teaching and learning.
Excerpt 9:
E-learning and virtual education should be aligned with a new pedagogical culture e.g. learner-centered, problem-based, self-directed learning. In other words, we cannot use or replace our traditional way of teaching in virtual education.
In excerpt 9 another interviewed key actor argues that to enhance the quality of learning, teachers should shift their pedagogical approach, by saying: 
Specific context
The contextual feature address the ways that e-learning is carried out in Iranian higher educational institutions. This factor includes two sub-categories including e-learning models and specific features of e-learning.
Features of e-learning, such as the disaggregation of processes, the distance of students, distributed feature of teams (mixture of full and part time tutors) and openness to review make it different; therefore, the need for independent QA system is felt (Jara & Mellar, 2009).
Intervening Conditions
Phenomenon of learning quality usually taken place in a certain circumstance. Environmental conditions mediate the process of main phenomenon through the strategies. In this study, circumstances include three main categories: Higher education factors; Intellectual and cultural factors; and Macro factors.
Higher education factors refer to policies, structures and established procedures in higher education institutions. E-learning is approached very differently in Iranian higher education institutions. This is highlighted in the following excerpt.
Excerpt 11:
In some higher education institutions, providing virtual education programs are centered in a center (as part of the main universities) while in some universities, virtual programs are provided by respected faculties. This informs the ways that e-learning can/should be carried out …. (M. A) Organizational structure can be seen as a one of the main factor that informs the strategies and policies to improve the quality of e-learning (Jara & Mellar, 2009).
Cultural and cultural-pedagogical factors
Cultural and cultural-pedagogical issues play an important role in shaping educational practices. They are embedded in a specific culture at different levels, from the individual level, the interpersonal level, to institutional, regional, and national levels. The cultural issues embrace following sub-categories: national culture; institutional culture, pedagogical values and norms such as the role of the teacher, the nature of the tasks, the ways of communicating and the ways technologies is embedded as well as the ways quality is defined.
Excerpt 12:
I think Iranian students and teachers' norms and preferences such as vocal culture should be taken into account in developing and conducting virtual courses.
(M. D)
The finding of the current study is in line with Shraim and Khlaif (2010) study that highlights the importance and role of culture as one of the main obstacles in success of e-learning in developing countries. Unlike other e-quality models, the outlined model in this study has tried to provide a comprehensive picture of quality in virtual institutions, including casual condition, core issue, context, strategies, intervening factors, and subsequences. Having a procedural approach highlighted in model developed, learning process could be enhanced to meet the aims and expectations of the key actors in virtual institutions (quality improvement).
Macro factors
It should be noted that quality in higher education is a highly controversial concept with multiple meanings linked to how higher education is perceived (Tam, 2001 
